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PREACH THE GOSPEL AT ALL TIMES ---Romans 1:16-17; 3:22b-28
	a sermon by Mel Williams 
	Watts Street Baptist Church 
	June 2, 2002 (Communion Homily)
 
We all know this is Dick Chorley’s final Sunday with us, as he retires---commences---to his next chapter of ministry. We give thanks for Dick’s faithfulness among us, but we are also bracing for our grief and loss. When we first started planning this service weeks ago, Dick said to me, "Please don’t make this a eulogy for Chorley. I’d rather you preach the Gospel."
His remark soon sent me to the words of St. Francis: "Preach the Gospel at all times. If necessary, use words." This is a splendid challenge for any preacher (Keep it brief, Rev.!). These are splendid words for any minister headed for retirement. And these are compelling words for every Christian. How do you and I preach the good news---with actions, with our lives, rather than with mere words? Words can be cheap. How do we convert words into deeds?
About ten years ago Millard Fuller, the founder of Habitat for Humanity, came to Durham for the dedication of some Habitat houses built by volunteers. Key leadership for that project came from Worth Lutz and others in this congregation. As he looked out at the freshly painted houses, Millard Fuller said, "Those houses we see are sermons, and I’d rather see a sermon any day than hear one." I said "Amen." We preach by what we do for others. Sometimes our Watts Street members preach by building Habitat houses for the poor. 
Today we will honor Dick’s request and not give a eulogy for Chorley. Actually his eulogy was given at the annual beach retreat, a month ago, at the talent show, when some of our creative members offered a New Orleans style, mournful dirge in tribute to Dick. (Ask him about it!) 
In mentioning Habitat, you may not know that Dick was one of the founders of our Durham Habitat chapter. Come September he will begin his retirement ministry, serving as Durham Habitat’s volunteer coordinator for congregational development. He will be helping other congregations catch the spirit of preaching the Gospel with more than words, by providing financial and volunteer support to build affordable houses for low income people. That’s the spirit of St. Francis’ call: Preach the Gospel at all times. If necessary, use words.
In our Scripture text for today, Paul says "For I am not ashamed of the gospel; it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith…" (Romans 1:16)
In a nutshell the Gospel is the "good news" of Jesus. It’s the power of God’s forgiving love embodied in Jesus. It’s the good news that we can live in right relationship with God and with our neighbor. It’s both personal and social. Each of us is beloved by God, and all of us are sisters and brothers in the Beloved Community where we are known and loved, forgiven and freed. That’s incredibly good news!
"Preach the good news, the Gospel, at all times. If necessary, use words." Those words are attributed to St. Francis. He embodied the good news in such a compelling way that his spirit continues to live now. We have seen those various statues of St. Francis in gardens, but he was more than a lover of birds and plants and animals. He understood the Gospel in such a compelling way that he gave up the wealth of his family and went to live and work and witness among the poor. 
At that time the church had sided with the landowners and the middle class. Poverty, unemployment, and sickness were rampant. Francis heard a call from God to rebuild the church. He took that call literally, as he gathered followers to rebuild the little country church of San Damiano. Later he understood the call in a broader sense, so he gathered more and more followers into his organization, the Friars Minor. Many of them went from town to town, preaching the Gospel, sharing their joy and their simplicity of life.
They were witnesses! They offered what Paul urged: They were not ashamed of the Gospel and saw it as the power of salvation for all people (Romans 1:16), especially for those who were left out and left behind.
Through the witness of St. Francis, the Franciscan Order was born; and it continues to flourish today, even in our own city. (The priests at Immaculate Conception Catholic Church are Francisans.) St. Francis was a shining witness; he reflected the light he saw in Jesus. That witness has now come down to us. We too can preach the gospel with joy and simplicity---and without words. 
We can’t help but preach the Gospel whenever we take it in that God loves us with a deep and abiding love. God sent Jesus to show us the depth of that love. Our job is to take it in. As a friend of mine said, "I’ve realized how deeply I am loved." Part of that great love is forgiveness. God does not intend for any of us to go around unforgiven or unforgiving. When we come to the table today, we are taking into our very bodies the love and forgiveness of God. Receive it. Let it nurture, restore and revitalize.
Once that love lodges in us, we find a freedom to sing and dance and give our lives away to the least privileged people. Then we know that we are not on this planet for ourselves. We are created to love God and our neighbor. We are created to find our life by giving it away for others. We are created not to be successful, but to be faithful (as Dick has often reminded us). Until we surrender to that call, we will be disappointed, unhappy and unfulfilled. 
When we can give ourselves away, including our money, we will find, as our church covenant says, "life’s greatest fulfillment." We will find that who we are speaks so loudly, we may not need to say too much.
Preach the Gospel at all times. If necessary, use words.
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